awkward and uncomfortable, I decided that I needed to talk with individuals who had recently experienced these types of interactions or were currently experiencing them.
Ultimately, I completed 60 in-depth interviews with young adults (on average, participants were 21 years old). I chose to interview young adults for a few reasons: First, I was working at a university at the time and accessing young adults who would be willing to participate in a research study was easier and more cost-effective than reaching out to other populations.
Second, and more importantly, college students often find themselves on their own for the first time in college. This new independence comes with the freedom to eat and drink whatever they want. As research has shown, it is not uncommon for college students to gain unnecessary, undesired weight because of this freedom (this is often referred to as the "freshman fifteen pounds" in the United States). Finally, in addition to being readily available for the research study and susceptible to weight gain, university students are often under significant pressure to maintain an attractive appearance. This pressure surely causes some students to pursue weight loss, and because university students are often living with members of their peer groups, it is likely that they will have talked with at least one other person about their desire to lose weight. All of these factors influenced my decision to focus on this population.
In the end, more than 100 individuals expressed an interest in participating in this study. From the long list, about 60 participants met the inclusion criteria (they had tried to lose weight in the past year and believed themselves to be overweight or obese). However, of these 60 participants, some were not medically classified as obese or overweight as determined by calculating participant's body mass index. In these incidents, participants felt that they were overweight even though they were medically classified as healthy. Because these individuals likely experienced different circumstances than individuals attempting to lose weight who medically should lose weight, I did not include participants whose weight fell in the "normal" range in the final analysis. Instead, I choose to focus only on those participants whose body mass index indicated that they were medically overweight or obese. The final sample size for this study was 25 individuals. Interviews revealed that participants were oftentimes quite strategic in who they talked to about their desire to lose weight. Many participants indicated that they chose to seek support from individuals who were also losing weight. Friends and family who had previously achieved weight loss success were especially valued sources of information, providing healthy recipes, workout tips, or other healthy living tricks. Similarly, if participants felt that a certain person would not understand their struggle or would be critical of their weight, they tried to avoid discussions of the weight loss attempts with that person.
Through the interviews and analysis, I identified six distinct communication strategies that participants used in attempts to gain additional support from their network members. The simplest of these strategies was a direct request or simply asking another person for help.
Participants also sought support through coengagement, encouraging a friend to participate in healthy activities with them. In some cases, participants sought support in the form of accountability requests. They would ask friends and family members to keep them accountable in their efforts. In addition, some participants would engage in incentivizing, asking friends and family to withhold certain rewards from them until specific milestones had been achieved. All of these support-seeking strategies were fairly direct: Participants made it clear to their friends and family that they were trying to lose weight, and they also made it clear that they were seeking support for their goals. Along with these four direct support-seeking strategies, participants also used two indirect strategies. Participants would sometimes use complaining as a way to gain support and encouragement for their efforts. They might also choose to broadcast their intent to lose weight indiscriminately to large groups of people through postings on social media. Using these strategies, participants could seek support without putting their network members on the spot. Participants who used these indirect strategies often saw them as lower risk because they would not have to directly admit and discuss their weight concerns nor would they have to feel hurt if friends and family did not help them in the way they desired.
In addition to the six support-seeking strategies, participants identified six strategies that they used to try and stop their network members from communicating in unhelpful ways. Some participants engaged in deceptive behaviors around unhelpful network members. They might lie about why they were changing their eating habits or going to the gym more frequently. They might also try to hide their efforts to prevent any criticism or sabotage. Other participants discussed using confrontation or directly talking with their unsupportive network members about their unhelpful behavior and its effects on their weight loss efforts. In direct contrast to confrontation, some participants engaged in avoidance, choosing to simply spend less time around unsupportive individuals, or ignoring behaviors. Finally, several participants discussed their efforts to avoid unsupportive interactions before they could even take place. This took the form of preemptive planning or self-restraint. For example, one participant discussed how he preempted unhelpful situations by offering to have his friends over for dinner and cooking a healthy meal for everyone rather than face the difficult choice of going out to eat and trying to find a healthy meal. Similarly, other participants talked about using self-restraint to prepare for potentially unhealthy situations, such as working out an extra hour if they planned to attend a birthday party the next night. Through all of these strategies, participants made it quite clear that they frequently talked to network members about their weight loss goals and that certain supportive behaviors were perceived to be more sensitive and helpful than others. to be involved in the study, all participants had to have actively tried to lose weight within the past year and have discussed their weight loss efforts and goals with at least one friend or family member.
Research Practicalities
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In-depth interviews served as the only source of data for this study. I chose in-depth interviews for several reasons. First, the research questions I investigated in the study were highly exploratory. That is, I knew from previous research that individuals benefited from receiving social support when trying to lose weight, but no previous research had specifically addressed the question about whether individuals actively manage the support they receive from network members in this context and how they would do so. In-depth interviews are a good methodological choice when seeking to understand a topic without much previous research to rely upon. Second, in-depth interviews allowed me to gain a lot of rich, deep information from participants regarding their experiences. Participants could tell me stories and provide long examples of their interactions with network members-something difficult to gain through other methods. Finally, the interviews allowed me the flexibility to tweak and adjust my line of questioning as patterns and interesting points of discussion emerged during the interview itself.
For example, in the context of one interview, a participant made a comment about someone she no longer was in contact with because of a fight they had. Because I was interviewing the participant, I could ask her pointed follow-up questions about that fight, ultimately uncovering interesting and important information about their interactions and how the participant's experience of unhelpful support from that friend led her to terminate the friendship. It would have been hard to probe and follow up a comment like this when using another method.
Although there were many benefits to using in-depth interviews for this study, several significant challenges also manifested during this study's data collection. Some of these issues included the following.
Sampling
How does one find people to participate in a study about a sensitive topic such as this? It is rude (not to mention unethical!) to find people who appear obese or overweight on the street and ask them to be involved. In addition, as a researcher, it would be unwise to exclude all participants who have a normal or healthy weight, because it is possible that these people used to be overweight but achieved weight loss success so that their weight currently falls into a healthy range. To manage these issues, my strategy was to recruit participants widely. I shared announcements regarding the study in many undergraduate courses, asking individuals who perceived themselves as overweight/obese, had actively tried to lose weight in the past year, and had interacted with friends and family around their weight loss to be involved in the study. I received dozens of interested responses and ultimately completed 60 in-depth interviews. For final analysis in the study, my sample was whittled down to 25 participants as I chose to focus solely on the experiences of individuals who were currently obese and overweight. Obese and overweight individuals are more likely to experience stigma around their weight, potentially making support an even more essential resource when trying to lose weight. This stigma also leaves them vulnerable to receiving negative responses from network members. It is likely that the conversations obese and overweight individuals experience when trying to lose weight are different than when someone of a healthy weight is attempting to lose weight. As such, it made logical sense to focus solely on the experiences of obese and overweight individuals for the purpose of this study.
Interview Design
What questions should one ask in an interview like this, and how should one order them to get the best responses? As I was interested in learning not just about the interactions and support that were positive but also the interactions that were less successful, I decided to divide my interview protocol into four broad sections, each addressing a larger research question. I started with easier, less sensitive questions. For example, I began by asking the participants for basic demographic information, such as their age and gender. I then moved on to talk about their perceptions and experiences trying to lose weight. I began by asking about their most recent attempt to lose weight, posing questions such as: How long have you been trying to lose weight? Can you please explain any specific behaviors you have tried when attempting to lose weight? With whom have you discussed your desire to lose weight? After asking questions to gain better insight into their most recent efforts to lose weight, I moved on to ask them specific details about the positive support they had received from friends and family during their weight loss attempt. For example, I asked participants to explain any supportive behaviors they had received, such as encouragement, advice, or tips. I also asked them to describe specific conversations they remembered having as well as to explain why these supportive behaviors felt good and helpful to them. I then asked participants to discuss the negative interactions they experienced. I asked participants whether they ever felt like someone they knew was intentionally or unintentionally sabotaging their efforts. I also asked them to describe any situations where people said things that were unhelpful or even hurtful with regards to their conflict they had with people they perceived as being unhelpful or unsupportive. I also asked them to explain how they chose whom to solicit support from. In structuring the interview this way, I sought to ease participants into the interview process.
Recall and Details
How can a researcher elicit the richest, most detailed data possible during these interviews?
For some participants, remembering examples of conversations they had was challenging, whereas other participants felt reluctant to share specific details about the interactions they had experienced when talking with others about their weight loss attempts and goals. Some participants felt embarrassed to openly discuss their efforts, as they viewed their previous weight loss attempts as failures and, thus, difficult to talk about and potentially threatening to their overall self-presentation. Part of my job as a researcher was to create an environment where individuals would feel comfortable truly opening up to me about their experiences. I made extensive efforts to explain the rights and protections afforded to participants in the study, including a detailed discussion of the confidentiality of the information they shared. When participants struggled to remember, I worked with them by going through each individual network member they identified as someone they received support from and asking pointed questions related to that relationship. These efforts were mostly successful in helping overcome the barriers of recall and gleaning detailed responses from participants.
Staying on Topic
How can one redirect the conversation when it veers off-topic? Although some participants had difficulty opening up, others were terrifically chatty-though not always on the appropriate topic. In these situations, it was important to balance treating the participant with politeness and respect while also redirecting them back to the main topic of conversation. I found that acknowledging participants' stories and then prompting them with a question were effective strategies for returning participants back to the essential question. Simple statements such as "That's really interesting. I'd like to go back to the question I posed earlier to make sure I understand your experience. Can you tell me a bit more about …" worked well.
Research Design
Using in-depth interviews to collect data seems straightforward. An interview is just a series of questions, right? Although it is true that interviews involve posing a series of questions to participants, a good researcher should put substantial effort and consideration into the form and flow of the interview itself. A researcher only has one chance to set the tone and gather as much relevant information as possible with each participant, and due to the time-intensive nature of this method, it is important not to waste any opportunity with participants.
Because of the one-shot nature of conducting interviews, it is important that the researcher establish a clear idea of what type of interview, exactly, they want to use. There are three broad types of interviews. The first, structured interviews, involves asking every participant the exact same questions in the exact same order. With structured interviews, there is no opportunity for improvisation or probing. The researcher essentially uses the interview questions as a script and does not diverge from it. Structured interviews are very good at establishing consistency in the interview process, although this might come at the cost of pursuing interesting lines of questioning not originally accounted for in the interview protocol. On the opposite end of the spectrum are unstructured interviews. In an unstructured interview, the researcher has no preset list of questions and instead allows the researcher to improvise and pose new questions in any order as the interview proceeds. The goal of these interviews is often to let the participant tell a story about their experiences with less prompting from the researcher.
Although this method allows for great flexibility and the opportunity to explore unexpected lines of questioning, it can vary greatly in its consistency, and if not executed carefully, it can result in the researcher forgetting to explore key concepts of interest. The final type of interview, a semistructured interview, combines elements from both structured and unstructured interviews. In a semi-structured interview, the researcher enters the interview with a set list of questions that she plans to ask. However, the researcher is able to diverge from the order of the questions and can also ask probing questions to explore potentially interesting points. This combination of some structure with some flexibility can work well in offsetting some of the drawbacks of the other interview types while simultaneously maximizing their benefits.
In-Depth, Semi-Structured Interviews in Action
For this study, I chose to use a semi-structured interview process. Because I knew the specific topics that I wanted to understand with each of my participants, I created an interview protocol that featured four different sections. One set of questions specifically asked participants basic demographic information, including their age, gender, height, weight, and how long they had been trying to lose weight. The second set of questions asked participants to describe their perceptions and experiences trying to lose weight. These portions of the interview served to ease the participant into the interview process while also priming their thinking to remember their specific experiences around their weight loss journey. The third set of questions asked participants to discuss the conversations they had with friends and family around trying to lose weight. I asked them to identify things that they thought were helpful and things that they This line of questioning was a bit tricky, as participants sometimes had trouble acknowledging the difference between managing their supportive interactions successfully and losing weight successfully. This was the line of questioning where they use probing questions, and having flexibility in the interview process became particularly important, as I often had to approach the idea of "success" from multiple angles to help participants realize the difference between getting the help they wanted and losing all of the weight they wanted. Oftentimes, asking participants to elaborate on their ideas was helpful in gathering more information about their notion of success. I also found it extremely helpful to ask participants whether there might be multiple ways of defining success, and, if so, how their evaluations of their own progress changed depending on the definition of achievement they used. Overall, this way of organizing the semi-structured interview process was quite successful at eliciting information relevant for the study's aims and in keeping participants talking for a significant amount of time.
In-Depth Interviewing: Practical Lessons Learned
I have focused thus far on the broad process of conducting in-depth interviews. Now, I want to offer a few practical tips that delve more deeply into the nuts and bolts of conducting these interviews and interacting with participants. You can find much good advice on the interview 
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the data you gather, before you try to conduct interviews with participants. Remember, you only have one chance to interview each participant, and you want that interview to be as productive and successful as possible. Here are a few tips from my experiences that might also help prepare you to be a successful researcher.
Practice your interviews before you begin meeting with participants. It might sound silly to practice your interviewing technique, but it is essential. The more familiar you are with the ordering of your questions and the flow of your interview, the more comfortable you will be during the interview itself. And the more comfortable you are, the more comfortable and at ease your participants will be, giving them confidence to open up about their perceptions and experiences with you. If possible, ask a friend or family member to participate in a mock interview with you. You might also ask a more experienced researcher for feedback regarding your interview protocol and technique, as their insight is often invaluable.
Prepare the space and equipment before the interview. Before your interview, make sure that you set up your interview space appropriately. The space you choose should be relatively comfortable and inviting. Make sure that it is a space that will be quiet so that you and your participant will be able to hear and understand one another easily. If you are interviewing participants somewhere outside of your control (say, the participant's house or a public setting), be sure to arrive early enough to scope out the best location for completing the interview. It is also important to test any equipment that you plan to use during the interview. Most research interviews are either audio-or video-recorded for future analysis, and it is essential to make sure that you are comfortable using your equipment. Test any recorders to understand how close they need to be to you and your participant to easily capture what everyone is saying. Bring spare batteries in case a piece of equipment runs out of power. And make sure that you understand how to properly start and stop the recorder. Trust me-there is nothing worse than completing a wonderful, insightful interview only to discover that it was not recorded properly!
Clearly explain the purpose and goals of the interview to your participants. When interacting with participants before the interview, it is important to explain the overall purpose and goals of your study. Both you and your participant will be frustrated if they participate in the interview and ultimately have little to offer because they misunderstood the point of the research. So, before scheduling an interview, verify with your participant that they understand the topic and purpose of the interview. You should also remind your participant of this information at the beginning of your interview as it will help them stay on topic and focus their sharing on information that is most relevant.
Warm up your participants gently. The beginning of an interview can feel awkward for both the interviewer and the interviewee. It is important not to ask the most important, sensitive sharing. Notes can also come in handy should something happen to your recording, and it is a good idea to write down a few of your thoughts and impressions immediately after the interview as well.
Be prepared to deal with a participant's emotions. Although this might not be relevant for all interviews, many interview topics (including the topics discussed in this case study) are quite personal and sensitive. By asking participants about these experiences, you might cause them to relive or share events that are emotionally distressing. As a researcher, you should be prepared to respond with kindness and sensitivity to any participant's emotional distress. If you know your topic is especially sensitive, you might consider bringing tissue to your interview for your participant's convenience, and you should not be afraid to pause the recorder and give your participant time to collect themselves should the need arise.
Value your participants, their insights, and their time. Being a participant in any research study takes time and effort. As a researcher, it is important to value them, the efforts they have made, and the insights they share. Although you have many things you want to accomplish in your interview, one of the most essential things should be to treat your participants with respect and dignity and to communicate your appreciation for their involvement. Thank them for being a part of the study and acknowledge the sacrifice of their time. Give them the opportunity to ask you questions both before and after the 1.
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interview is complete. These are small but important steps that can help you build goodwill with your research participants, ultimately creating an interview process that is not only effective but also ethically sound.
Conclusion: Using Semi-Structured, In-Depth Interviews to Understand Social Support Processes
Overall, the method I chose for this study worked well and allowed me to accomplish my goals successfully. Through the interviews I conducted, I gathered some interesting insights about how individuals interact with friends and family when trying to lose weight, and I was also able to draw some tentative conclusions about what people might do to more successfully support one another-an important finding with potential implications for large-scale studies and interventions on weight loss. The goal of this project was to gain insight into participants' experiences in such as a way as to create potential jumping-off points for future research.
Ultimately, through my interviews with participants, I gained a more complete understanding of how young adults interact with one another when trying to lose weight. In my opinion, the best research experiences are those where the researcher concludes the study feeling as though they have answered their primary questions of interest, and they have also gained or enhanced their skill set as a researcher. I am happy to say that through this process, I learned essential techniques for effectively conducting interview research and refined my skills, achieving a truly successful research experience.
Exercises and Discussion Questions
I talk about three broad types of interviews in this case study. Can you think of a situation or context where each different type of interview might be better suited than the others to accomplish a researcher's goals?
In this case study, I talk about some of the challenges I faced in completing my research.
What are some additional challenges that a researcher might face when completing interviews?
In reading about some of the intricacies involved in conducting interview research, what surprised you most about the process and/or its challenges?
What other methods might I have used to capture information about how people manage the supportive efforts of their friends and family when trying to lose weight? What might be some benefits and drawbacks of these different methods?
I talk about the importance of treating participants with respect and valuing their contributions. Why do you think this is important? Is it more important in interview research than in research conducted using different methods? Why or why not?
